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CH APTER 13: 
W ILD LAND -URBAN INTERFACE

Th is  Ch apte r articulate s  Th e  City 

of H e le na's  com m itm e nt to 

m itigating th e  im pacts  of 

w ildland fire s  in urban are as.
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Se ction 76-1-601 (3) (j) MCA re q uire s  a Growth  Policy to 
include  an e valuation of th e  pote ntial for fire  and w ildland 
fire  in th e  jurisdictional are a. Th is  e valuation m ust include  
an analys is  of w h e th e r or not th e re  is  a ne e d to de line ate  th e  
W ildland-Urban Inte rface , and w h e th e r th e re  is  a ne e d to 
adopt re gulations  to re q uire , de fe ns ible  space  around 
structure s , ade q uate  ingre s s  and e gre s s  to and from  
structure s  and de ve lopm e nts  to facilitate  fire  s uppre s s ion 
activitie s , and ade q uate  wate r supply for fire  prote ction. 

GENERAL O VERVIEW :

Th e  W ildland-Urban Inte rface  (W UI) is  de fine d as  th e  are a 
w h e re  h ous e s  or bus ine s s e s  or w h e re  h um ans  and th e ir 
de ve lopm e nt m e e t or inte rm ix w ith  w ildland or ve ge tative  
fue l. Th is  m ak e s  th e  W ildland-Urban Inte rface  a focal are a for 
h um an-e nvironm e nt conflicts  s uch  as  w ildland fire s , h abitat 
fragm e ntation, and invas ive  plant spe cie s . 
  
Fire s  in th e  w ildland urban inte rface  h ave  be com e  m uch  
large r and burne d w ith  gre ate r inte ns ity due  to de cade s  of 
aggre s s ive  fire  pre ve ntion and suppre s s ion, e xte nde d 
pe riods  of drough t, h igh  s e asonal te m pe rature s , and h igh  
w inds , alte ring th e  norm al fire  re gim e . W ildland fire s  are  also 
m ore  inte ns e  today be caus e  of de ve lopm e nt th at inte rm ixe s  
or inte rm ingle s  w ith  th e  W UI, th e  accum ulation of fue ls  on 
th e  ground or, e xte ns ive  stands  of tre e s  displaying ladde r 
fue ls , a clos e d canopy, and a h igh  vulne rability to fire  from  
h um an activitie s  and natural caus e s . 

Furth e r, th e  s e condary e ffe cts  of a w ildland fire  can be  s e e n 
long afte r th e  flam e s  h ave  be e n e xtinguis h e d, s uch  as  soil 
e ros ion, th e  spre ad of noxious  w e e ds , flas h  flooding, 
landslide s  and los s  of w ildlife  h abitat. Th e re fore , th e s e  are as  
m ay not re turn to pre -fire  conditions  for de cade s.
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EVALUATIO N O F TH E PO TENTIAL FO R FIRE AND  
W ILD LAND  FIRE IN TH E CITY O F H ELENA:

Th e  City of H e le na contains  a fore ste d are a along th e  South  
H ills , th is  are a is  approxim ate ly 7 m ile s  long. A portion of 
th e  South  H ills  s h are s  a borde r w ith  th e  H e le na National 
Fore st w h ich  is  approxim ate ly 3-4 m ile s  long. Th e  portion of 
th e  South  H ills  are a locate d w ith in and adjace nt to th e  City 
of H e le na contains  m any of th e  conditions  as sociate d w ith  a 
W UI s e tting. Th is  are a include s  a Ponde rosa Pine -type  
fore ste d are a w ith  an unde r-story of D ouglas  Fir inte rm ixe s  
and gras s e s  as  w e ll as  varie d topograph ical fe ature s. Th e  
pre dom inant us e  of th is  are a is  re s ide ntial and re cre ational 
ope n space  us e s . Th e  South  H ills  also provide  th e  
com m unity w ith  a value d vie w  s h e d and com m unity 
back drop. 

As  population and re cre ational us e s  incre as e  along th e  South  
H ills , th e  num be r of fire s  and pote ntial im pact from  a fire  
m ay also incre as e . D ue  to th e  accum ulation of fue ls  from  
urban de ve lopm e nt and th e  w ildland s e tting, varie d 
topograph y, and are as  w ith  lim ite d acce s s , a fire  starting in 
or spre ading to th is  are a could q uick ly grow  be yond th e  
capabilitie s  of are a fire figh ting re source s. 

Re ce nt w ildland fire s  from  th e  s um m e r of 2007 h ave  m ade  
cle ar th e  im m e diate  th re at th at th e s e  type s  of fire s  pos e  to 
urban are as  w ith in th e  City of H e le na. Th e  2007 fire s  spre ad 
or h ad th e  pote ntial to spre ad into th e  W UI th re ate ning m any 
h om e s  and prom pting e vacuation orde rs. Th e s e  2007 fire s  
w e re  th e  Fort H arrison artille ry range  in July, th e  O rofino 
Gulch  and th e  Spring Me adow  Lak e  fire s  in Se pte m be r. Th e  
pre viously m e ntione d w ildland fire s  along w ith  th e  
s ucce s s ive  incre as e  in w ildland fire s  ne ar population ce nte rs  
(for e xam ple , th e  Cave  Gulch  and Buck snort fire s  of 2000 in 
e aste rn Le w is  and Clark  County) ove r th e  past de cade  h ave  
incre as e d th e  le ve l of aware ne s s  and th e  ne e d for m itigation 
in th e  W UI s e tting. 
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Th e  Com m unity W ildfire  Prote ction Plan (CW PP), adopte d in 
2005 by th e  City of H e le na and Le w is  and Clark  County, 
e stablis h e s  th e  bas is  from  w h ich  h az ards  are  ide ntifie d and 
m itigation prioritie s  are  e stablis h e d. Th e  CW PP state s  th e  Tri-
County Fire  Safe  W ork ing Group (TCFSW G) cons isting of 
Le w is  and Clark , Broadwate r and Je ffe rson Countie s , 
ide ntifie d th e  W UI as  an im portant are a for re ducing fue l 
h az ards. Th e  CW PP also de tails  m e th ods  for fue l h az ard 
re duction and re com m e nds  tre atm e nt options  for m itigation 
of fire s  in a W UI s e tting.  

Th e  City of H e le na O pe n Lands  Manage m e nt Plan, adopte d in 
2003, ide ntifie s  s e ve ral are as  w h e re  th inning program s  
could be ne fit fore ste d are as  on public and private  land in 
and around th e  City of H e le na. Se ve ral of th e  public and 
private  are as  ide ntifie d w ith in th e  W UI are a as  a th inning 
proje ct h ave  be e n com ple te d by th e  City of H e le na Park s  and 
Re cre ation D e partm e nt th rough  joint e fforts  w ith  th e  Fe de ral 
Em e rge ncy Manage m e nt Age ncy (FEMA), Bure au of Land 
Manage m e nt (BLM), Unite d State s  Fore st Se rvice  (USFS), 
Montana D e partm e nt of Natural Re source s  and Cons e rvation 
(D NRC), and th e  Tri-County Fire  Safe  W ork ing Group 
(TCFSW G). Furth e r, th e s e  proje cts  w ill continue  as  funding 
and grant opportunitie s  be com e  available . 

Em e rge ncy re spons e  plans  and inte rage ncy agre e m e nts  w ith  
oth e r rural fire  de partm e nts  and fire -re late d age ncie s  are  in 
place  and continue  to be  update d. Th e  City of H e le na h as  
acq uire d e q uipm e nt and continue s  to train for initial 
re spons e  to fire s  in th e  W UI s e tting. W ith  th e s e  in place , th e  
City is  be tte r able  to re spond to W UI fire  e ve nts.
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Th e  City of H e le na Public W ork s  D e partm e nt role  in 
e m e rge ncy s e rvice s  as sociate d w ith  Urban W ildland Inte rface  
Fire s  is  prim arily de fine d in Se ction III, Anne x 11 of th e  Le w is  
and Clark  County D isaste r and Em e rge ncy Se rvice s  - 
Em e rge ncy O pe rations  Plan.  Th rough  th is  plan, th e  City of 
H e le na Public W ork s  D e partm e nt as s istance  is  prim arily 
as sociate d w ith  de bris  cle an up follow ing an e ve nt as  w e ll as  
providing as s istance  as  ne e de d for road closure s  and 
s igning.  D e partm e nt ope rators  and h e avy e q uipm e nt are  
available  on-call to th e  Police  and Fire  D e partm e nts  to aid in 
fire  figh ting as  ne e de d. 
 
Th e  City of H e le na’s  W ate r Utility D ivis ion provide s  ope ration 
and m ainte nance  of wate r re s e rvoirs , distribution piping and 
fire  h ydrants.  H ydrants  are  provide d on all City stre e ts  
including th os e  in th e  Urban W ildland Inte rface  for th e  
e xclus ive  us e  of th e  H e le na Fire  D e partm e nt.  Available  fire  
flow s  and volum e s  are  cons iste nt w ith  m ode rn urban 
standards  as  de fine d in th e  Inte rnational Fire  Code .

In addition th e  City of H e le na Fire  D e partm e nt and th e  
TCFSW G h ave  conducte d num e rous  public e ducation e fforts  
and e ve nts. Th e s e  e fforts  include  publications  de scrib ing 
w ildfire  prote ction re com m e ndations , s uch  as  de fe ns ible  
space  and ade q uate  ingre s s  and e gre s s  for h om e owne rs  w h o 
live  in th e  W UI s e tting.
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D ELINEATIO N O F W ILD LAND -URBAN INTERFACE:

Th e  City of H e le na is  vulne rable  to w ildfire  due  to incre as e d 
fue l load accum ulations , topograph y, h igh -w inds , ch ange s  in 
clim ate  and urban de ve lopm e t along th e  South  H ills. Th is  
are a is  approxim ate ly 7 m ile s  long and trave rs e s  from  
Inte rstate  15 to Mount H e le na and be yond. Th e  w idth  cannot 
be  accurate ly de fine d due  to th e  various  fue l type s  and 
structure s  th at inte rm ix or inte rm ingle  acros s  th is  are a.

Th e re fore , th e  City of H e le na h as  de te rm ine d th e  ne e d to 
de line ate  th e  W UI. To th at e nd th e  follow ing e fforts  h ave  
be e n m ade .  Th e  Tri-County Fire  Safe  W ork ing Group 
produce d a fue l loads  m ap in 19 9 8 (Figure  1).  Th is  m ap was  
update d in 2002 and again in 2005 for its  inclus ion as  part 
of th e  Com m unity W ildfire  Prote ction Plan. Th is  m ap 
indicate s  th e  de ns ity of fue l loads  on both  public and private  
lands  for Le w is  and Clark  County. Furth e r, th e  m ap also 
ide ntifie s  th e  fue l load conditions  th rough out th e  south  h ills. 

Th e  City of H e le na Fire  D e partm e nt conducte d an inve ntory 
of structure s  w ith  wood s h ak e  roofs , a pote ntial fue l source . 
Th is  inve ntory ide ntifie d approxim ate ly 1081 prope rtie s  th at 
would be  at an incre as e d fire  ris k  due  to roof m ate rials  th at 
are  not cons ide re d com patible  in a W UI s e tting.
 
In 2006 th e  H e le na National Fore st us ing th e  “Be h ave ” 
com pute r-m ode ling program  conducte d a study to 
de te rm ine  th e  spotting pote ntial from  a w ildland fire  in th e s e  
are as  from  spot fire s  (fire  e m be rs  blow ing from  th e  fire  
location and starting anoth e r fire  w h e re  th e y land). Th is  
scie ntific m ode l tak e s  into account various  factors  including 
topograph y, available  fue ls , e le vation, and w e ath e r. Th e  m ap 
ge ne rate d from  th e  “Be h ave ” com pute r-m ode ling program  
(Figure  2) indicate s  th e  pote ntial for spot fire s  re s ulting from  
a fire  in th e  urban inte rface  are as.
 
Upon care ful re vie w  and th orough  analys is  of th e  City of 
H e le na W UI are a a conce ptual W UI D e line ation Map h as  also 
be e n de ve lope d (Figure  3).
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FIGURE 1: FUEL LO AD S MAP
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FIGURE 2: SPO T-FIRE ANALYSIS MAP
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FIGURE 3: W ILD LAND -URBAN INTERFACE (W UI) D ELINIATIO N MAP 
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APPLICABLE REGULATIO NS:

Se ction 76-1-601(3) (j) re q uire s  a jurisdiction to e valuate  
w h e th e r or not th e re  is  a ne e d to adopt re gulations  th at 
re q uire : 
(A) de fe ns ible  space  around structure s; 
(B) ade q uate  ingre s s  and e gre s s  to and from  structure s  and 
de ve lopm e nts  to facilitate  fire  s uppre s s ion activitie s; and 
(C) ade q uate  wate r supply for fire  prote ction 

(A) D e fe ns ible  space  around structure s : 
Th e  City of H e le na’s  adopte d Z oning O rdinance  contains  th e  
follow ing crite ria for a z oning district: yard s e tback s , lot are a 
and w idth , landscaping, building cove rage  and building 
h e igh t. H ow e ve r, th e s e  re gulations  m ay not be  spe cific 
e nough  to addre s s  de ve lopm e nt crite ria for th e  W UI. 

(B) Ade q uate  ingre s s  and e gre s s  to and from  structure s  and 
de ve lopm e nts  to facilitate  fire  s uppre s s ion activitie s :
Th e  City’s  Subdivis ion Re gulations  curre ntly re q uire  two 
acce s s e s  for subdivis ions  th at ge ne rate  m ore  th an 200 daily 
ve h icle  trips. Th e  Subdivis ion Re gulations  also e stablis h  
de s ign standards  for stre e ts  and stre e t grade s. Furth e r, th e  
adopte d Engine e ring Standards  of June  2006 for th e  Public 
W ork s  D e partm e nt e stablis h  th e  re q uire m e nts  for stre e t 
construction and im prove m e nts  w ith in th e  City of H e le na.  
 
(C) Ade q uate  wate r supply for fire  prote ction: 
Th e  Public W ork s  D e partm e nt m aintains  th e  City wate r m ains  
and fire  h ydrants. Th e  Engine e ring Standards  adopte d by th e  
Public W ork s  D e partm e nt in June  2006 e stablis h  de s ign 
standards  for construction of infrastructure  and e stablis h e d 
fire  flow s  th at are  in com pliance  w ith  th e  adopte d ve rs ion of 
th e  Uniform  Fire  Code . 

In conclus ion th e  City h as  de te rm ine d a ne e d for re gulations  
to addre s s  de fe ns ible  space , ade q uate  ingre s s  and e gre s s  to 
facilitate  fire  s uppre s s ion and ade q uate  wate r supply for fire  
prote ction. Th is  include s  curre nt re gulations  th at addre s s  
th e s e  are as  of conce rn.  
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GO ALS, O BJECTIVES AND  PO LICIES:

Th e  goals , obje ctive s  and policie s  in th is  Ch apte r h e lp 
curre nt and future  com m unity de cis ion-m ak e rs  and 
stak e h olde rs  im ple m e nt re le vant policie s  and re gulations  for 
th e  W ildland-Urban Inte rface  are a in th e  City of H e le na. 

GO AL:

Pre ve nt los s  of life , prope rty and incre as e d costs  to th e  
public from  a W ildland-Urban Inte rface  fire  on public and 
private  land locate d in and around th e  City of H e le na. 

O BJECTIVE:

1. Mitigate  th e  th re at from  a W ildland-Urban Inte rface  fire . 

PO LICIES:

1a. Coordinate  w ith  oth e r jurisdictions , age ncie s , and 
organiz ations  on e ducation of th e  public about th e  th re at 
from  a W ildland-Urban Inte rface  fire .
1b. Educate  th e  public about construction and landscaping 
te ch niq ue s  th at m itigate  ris k s  as sociate d w ith  a W ildland-
Urban Inte rface .
1c. Coordinate  w ith  oth e r jurisdictions , age ncie s , and 
organiz ations  in th e  m itigation of conditions  th at incre as e  
th e  th re at from  a W ildland-Urban Inte rface  fire .
1d. Mitigate  conditions  on City of H e le na-owne d land th at 
incre as e s  th e  th re at from  a W ildland -Urban Inte rface  fire .
1e . Se e k  to s e cure  funding for e ducational and m itigation 
program s. 
1f. Maintain an on-going e ffort to re vie w  and re as s e s s  
w ildfire  th re at, im pacts , and m itigation e fforts.
1g. Prom ulgate  z oning, s ubdivis ion re gulations  and oth e r 
standards  or re gulations  th at m itigate  th e  spre ad of a 
W ildland-Urban Inte rface  fire .
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O BJECTIVE:

Maintain an e ffe ctive  e m e rge ncy re spons e  syste m  to 
re spond to and re cove r from  a W ildland-Urban Inte rface  
fire  and th at e nsure s  safe  and orde rly e vacuation of are as  
th re ate ne d by a w ildland-urban inte rface  fire . 

PO LICIES:

2a. Update  e m e rge ncy re spons e  plans  as  conditions  and 
th re ats  from  a W ildland-Urban Inte rface  fire  ch ange .
2b. Continue  W ildland-Urban Inte rface  training of 
e m e rge ncy s e rvice  pe rsonne l.
2c. Coordinate  w ith  oth e r jurisdictions  and age ncie s  in 
re sponding to and re cove ring from  a W ildland-Urban 
Inte rface  fire .
2d. Educate  th e  public on safe  and orde rly e m e rge ncy 
e vacuation.
2e . As s ist re s ide nts  and ne igh borh oods  in pre paring 
e m e rge ncy e vacuation plans. 
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Th e  follow ing de partm e nts  and organiz ations  provide d 
guidance  and support th rough out th e  de ve lopm e nt of th e  
W ildland-Urban Inte rface  ch apte r.

CITY O F H ELENA:

Building D ivis ion
City Attorne y’s  O ffice
Com m unity D e ve lopm e nt
Fire  D e partm e nt
Park s  and Re cre ation
Public W ork s  D e partm e nt

LEW IS AND  CLARK CO UNTY:

Ge ograpic Inform ation Syste m s  (GIS) O ffice

O RGANIZ ATIO NS:

Bure au of Land Manage m e nt (BLM)
Fe de ral Em e rge ncy Manage m e nt Age ncy (FEMA) 
Montana D e partm e nt of Natural Re source s  and Cons e rvation 
(D NRC)
Tri-County Fire  Safe  W ork ing Group (TCFSW G)
H e le na National Forre st (H NF)
Unite d State s  Fore st Se rvice  (USFS) 
 




